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ABSTRACT
The Tropical North Queensland Renewable Energy Industry
Profile is an overview of the renewable energy industry in
Tropical North Queensland as of May 2012 as informed by a
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Executive Summary
The renewable energy industry in Tropical North Queensland (TNQ) currently consists of approximately
108 businesses that generate more than $100 million per annum in revenue and provide full time
employment to more than 700 people.
This profile is primarily focused on the four Local Government areas of TNQ being the Cairns Regional
Council, Cassowary Coast Regional Council, the Cook Shire Council and the Tablelands Regional
Council. However, it also acknowledges and integrates the economic links, which extend beyond these
localities. These economic links include Cape York Peninsula and the Torres Straits, the Gulf of
Carpentaria, and Hinchinbrook.
The renewable energy industry in TNQ is focused around a relatively small number of key areas. In these
key areas the industry is established, growing, and optimistic about the future. This existing activity
provides the region with a strong base, and an opportunity to develop as a global ‘centre of excellence’ in
these specialised fields if appropriately supported, coordinated and profiled.
The existing key areas of expertise are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Solar photovoltaic – design, installation, maintenance
Large scale wind generation – project development, project and asset management
Biomass (Bagasse) – feedstock handling, electricity generation, system operation and maintenance
Biodiesel production – production, operation, maintenance
Remote and isolated generation – renewable energy integration into diesel generation systems
Professional services – Engineering, consulting, project management.

The Renewable Energy Industry in TNQ has significant potential to increase it’s contribution to the local
economy, leveraging from the region’s existing global profile, proximity and connectivity to Asia via Cairns
international airport, and access to appropriate infrastructure (conference, port and rail facilities, NBN,
etc.) This, combined with the region’s liveability, provides key drivers for continued and increased
participation in this growing global industry.
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Background
Evolve Energy were engaged by the Queensland Government’s Department of Energy and Water Supply
(DEWS) to develop this industry profile to identify and understand the capacity and capability that exists
within the renewable energy industry in TNQ, and the opportunities that exist to maximise the benefits of
existing and potential future renewable energy projects in the region.
The industry is defined as the application of renewable energy at household, commercial and industrial
and utility scales (including current wind farm proposals being developed in the region). Sub-sectors
include research and development, manufacturing and trade, including linking TNQ to Asian markets.
It is expected that this industry profile will be used by governments, businesses, regional development
organisations and the wider community to capitalise on economic opportunities from existing and
proposed renewable energy projects, supply chain activities and to attract investment and jobs to the
region.
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Survey Methodology and Application
This profile of the renewable energy industry in TNQ has been developed based on a survey that was conducted with industry participants
during the months of April and May 2012.

List of existing industry participants
The list of existing industry participants contacted for the survey was developed using information from the following sources:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

DEEDI - Cairns
Queensland Government Department of Energy and Water Supply (DEWS)
Clean Energy Council - accredited solar installers
Phone directories - yellow pages, local directories
Internet searches
Local networking
Austropex

The list contained industry participants from the following industry sub-sectors:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Solar PV retailer
Solar PV Installer – grid connect
Solar PV Installer – standalone systems
Solar Hot Water System installer
Solar pool heating
Hydro power installer
PV wholesaler / distributor
Wind turbine supplier / installer
Renewable Energy Consultant

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Electricity Utility
Education e.g University
Research and Development
Renewable Energy project developers
Investors
Biofuels
Biomass generation
Energy storage
Geothermal
Carbon trading
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Information Collection
To obtain relevant information from industry participants a survey instrument was developed with input from key project stakeholders. To
maximise the overall response rate the survey was conducted by telephone interview, and participants were also given the opportunity to
complete the survey via email, with approximately half choosing this option. The survey was pilot-tested on a sub-group of the survey
population prior to refinement and final roll out.
Industry participants were initially contacted directly by phone where possible to explain the purpose of the work being undertaken and to
arrange a time to obtain relevant information either over the phone, via fax or email. Surveys were generally completed within 10 to
15minutes.
Information obtained was recorded in a database and collated to enable analysis and reporting of final results. Information was provided by
participants on a confidential basis, and and only statistical conclusions have been included in the energy profile.

Survey Participation
There were 108 discrete businesses identified, which operate in the renewable energy industry in TNQ. Of these, 62 participated in the
survey. The remaining businesses did not respond due to the following reasons:
• were not able to be contacted, or
• did not wish to participate due to time or commercial constraints, or
• felt they could not provide constructive comments.
This resulted in a participation rate of 57% of the identified renewable energy industry participants in TNQ, and as such the industry profile
classification data used to profile the industry is based on these respondents only (see Renewable Energy Industry Profile – Survey results).
Although 43% of TNQ renewable energy businesses did not directly participate in the survey, in most cases the nature, sector and scale of
these businesses was well understood by Evolve Energy. This has enabled the survey results to be extrapolated to provide a realistic
estimate of the overall size and nature of the industry in the region in terms of revenue (more than $100 million) and full time employment
(700 people) .
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Renewable Energy Industry Profile – Survey results
The data contributing to the renewable energy industry profile for TNQ is based on existing activity of the survey respondents and does not
include proposed or potential future activities or opportunities.

Industry Sector Participation
TNQ Renewable Energy Industry Profile - Companies operating in various sectors
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Respondents were asked to nominate their primary industry sub-sector (the one sector that best describes the focus of their business) as
well as any additional sectors that they participate in. The top five industry sub-sectors by number of participants in TNQ were identified as:
RANKING

INDUSTRY SUB-SECTOR

NUMBER OF
SURVEY
PARTICIPANTS

PERCENTAGE OF
TOTAL SURVEY
PARTICIPANTS (%)

1

Solar PV installers – Grid Connect

31

50%

2

Renewable Energy Consultants

11

17.7%

3

Solar PV Retailers

10

16.1%

4

Solar PV Installers – Stand Alone Systems

9

14.5%

5

Renewable Energy Project Developers

8

12.9%

Note: Survey respondents were able to provide one or more industry sub-sectors

Comments
The results indicate that the majority of businesses surveyed operate in the solar PV sector of the renewable energy industry. This sector is
driven by the strong domestic market for solar photovoltaic systems in the region and is characterised by a large number of small to medium
sized businesses which are involved in the design and installation of PV systems. There are also a significant number of renewable energy
consultants in the area, which may in part be attributed to the liveability, and connectivity (international airport) of the region. Project
developers were typically involved with local and national projects with a particular focus on the development of large-scale wind projects.
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Employment

TNQ Renewable Energy Industry Profile - Full Time Employees (FTE's)
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The top five sectors in terms of numbers of full time equivalent employees (FTEs) were:
RANKING

INDUSTRY SECTOR

NUMBER OF FTE’S
OPERATING IN THIS
SECTOR

PERCENTAGE OF
FTE’S SURVEYED
WHICH ARE
OPERATING IN
THIS SECTOR (%)

1

Solar PV installers – Grid Connect

75

18.6%

2

Biomass generation

64

15.9%

3

Hydro power supply, installation and operation

43

10.6%

4

Wind turbine supplier/installer

30

7.4%

5

Renewable Energy Project Developers

29

7.3%

Note: A total number of 403 FTEs were employed by the 62 industry participants surveyed.

Comments
The results reflect that there is significant existing employment in the area of solar PV installations – grid connect. This is predominantly
driven by the demand for solar systems for domestic applications. Employment in biomass generation is mainly via the sugar mills in the
region, which generate electricity using bagasse - a waste product from the production of sugar. The electricity generated is used by the
mills to reduce electricity purchases and also for export to the grid.
The employment in the hydro sector is predominantly related to the
operation of the Barron Gorge and Kareeya hydro power stations owned by Stanwell Corporation.
Employment in the areas of wind turbine supplier/installer and renewable energy project developers is from existing wind power stations at
Windy Hill and Thursday Island as well as wind projects which are currently being developed in the region. There are also companies that
provide small-scale wind generation systems primarily used in isolated locations.
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Annual Turnover

TNQ Renewable Energy Industry Profile - Existing Annual Turnover (A$)
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The largest five sectors of the renewable energy industry in TNQ in terms of annual turnover are:
RANKING

INDUSTRY SECTOR

EXISTING ANNUAL
TURNOVER FOR THIS
SECTOR (AUD$M)

PERCENTAGE OF
THE TOTAL
TURNOVER OF THE
INDUSTRY
PARTICIPANTS
SURVEYED (%)

1

Solar PV Installers – grid connect

$11.2M

19.1%

2

Wind turbine supplier/installer

$7.1M

12.1%

3

Solar PV Retailer

$5.7M

9.8%

4

Solar PV – Stand alone systems

$4.9M

8.4%

5

Utility

$4.6M

7.8%

Note:

1. Total annual turnover of the 62 industry participants surveyed is AUD $58.9M

Comments
The existing revenue generated in the solar PV installer – grid connect sector is from the supply and installation of domestic solar systems.
There is a very small amount of commercial installations, which appears to be increasing. The wind turbine supplier/installers are generating
revenue in the areas of large wind farms nationally and the supply of small wind turbines for use in remote locations. The solar PV – stand
alone sector is strong in the region due to the relatively close proximity the remote communities in Cape York and Torres Straits. The utility
sector is the 5th highest contributor in the region at 7.8%.
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Business Growth Expectations (Short Term)

TNQ Renewable Energy Profile - Business growth
expectations in 12 months
Don't know
3%
Smaller
7%

Larger
48%

About the same size
42%

90% of the businesses surveyed indicated that they expected to be the same size or larger in 12 months time. 7% indicated that they
thought their business would be smaller. This was typically attributed to natural business cycles such as sole operators retiring. The local
expectation for growth aligns with national and international expectations for the growth of the renewable energy industry.
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Participation in manufacturing, import or export activities

TNQ Renewable Energy Profile - Percentage of
businesses involved in manufacture, export or
import
23%

18%

11%

Manufacture
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Import

The number of businesses involved in manufacturing is quite low (seven businesses). The manufacturing that is taking place is generally
fabrication and assembly of renewable energy system components such as solar systems and specialist components for biomass and wind
generation sectors.
Four consultants indicated that they work overseas (export of services) and 11 businesses are exporting hardware to the Pacific, Asia and
Europe.
Approximately a quarter of businesses surveyed (14) indicated they import products into TNQ from overseas destinations, with Asia (China)
being the most common trade partner.
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Existing impediments to growth

TNQ Renewable Energy Profile - Impediments that businesses currently face
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The top five impediments to growth identified by participating businesses are:
RANKING

IMPEDIMENT TO GROWTH

NUMBER OF INDUSTRY
PARTICIPANTS LISTING
THIS IMPEDIMENT TO
GROWTH

PERCENTAGE OF THE
TOTAL INDUSTRY
PARTICIPANTS
SURVEYED

1

Regulatory environment

29

46.8%

2

Access to capital

14

22.6%

3

Competition

14

22.6%

4

Low prices

13

21.0%

5

Lack of customers/sales

12

19.4%

Note: Survey respondents were able to provide one or more impediments to growth

Other impediments mentioned by industry participants included the following1
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

1

Uncertainty of various rebate schemes
Poor industry standards – people providing technical
solutions and advice with no industry background,
qualifications etc.
Salesmen making false claims about system performance
Misinformation about wind generation
No access to appropriate testing facilities & laboratories
Limited information about existing energy costs
Lack of funding for renewable energy projects in regional
locations
Restricted access to land
Restricted access to the grid

•
•
•
•

•
•

Poor coordination of Queensland departments involved
with large-scale project approval and implementation.
Onerous Government processes – could be much more
efficient
Biomass – reduced access to product through loss of
agricultural land
Due to the existing electricity industry structure in
Queensland (Generators, Transmission, Distribution and
Retailers) there are limited drivers for utilities to implement
new technologies, which provide lower cost solutions in
the areas of distributed generation.
No coordinated industry profile and branding for the region
Poor productivity - manufacturing

These comments have not been prioritised in any particular order.
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Perceived business opportunities
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TNQ Renewable Energy Profile - Greatest opportunities for businesses
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The top five factors identified as opportunities for renewable energy businesses in TNQ are:
RANKING

GREATEST OPPORTUNITY FOR BUSINESS

NUMBER OF INDUSTRY
PARTICIPANTS LISTING
THIS OPPORTUNITY
FOR BUSINESS

PERCENTAGE OF THE
TOTAL INDUSTRY
PARTICIPANTS
SURVEYED

1

Rising price of conventional energy sources

49

79.0%

2

Increasing awareness of renewable energy
options

36

58.0%

3

Carbon Price

27

43.5%

4

State/Federal Government Policy

24

38.7%

5

Export Potential

6

9.7%

Note: Survey respondents were able to provide one or more opportunities.

Other opportunities for growth identified by industry participants include the following.
participants and are not prioritised in any order
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

These are comments received from survey

Renewable energy technologies being more affordable (lower in cost)
Maturity of global market
Positive word of mouth
Exchange rate
Increased business confidence with new Queensland Government
Strategically located geographically to link major markets in the east (Asia) and west (US, Europe)
Professional services – good place to live for professionals (i.e. engineers, technologists, project managers etc)
Industry compliments tourism industry
Local high cost of energy
Good local renewable energy resources
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Why TNQ was chosen as the location of the business
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Respondents indicated that their businesses are based in TNQ because of the following factors:
RANKING

WHY BUSINESSES CHOSE TNQ TO OPERATE
FROM

NUMBER OF
INDUSTRY
PARTICIPANTS
LISTING THIS
REASON

PERCENTAGE OF
THE TOTAL
INDUSTRY
PARTICIPANTS
SURVEYED

1

Good place to live

30

48.4%

2

Local market opportunities

22

35.5%

3

International airport/port/road and rail links

12

19.4%

4

Presence of local renewable energy resource

10

16.1%

5

Tropical Climate

6

9.7%

Note: Survey respondents were able to provide one or more reasons for located their business in TNQ.

Other reason raised by industry participants included:
• Already located here – home
• Identified need for renewable energy in remote communities throughout the Cape York and Torres Straits
• Proximity to PNG, Pacific rim and Northern Queensland mine sites

Regional competitive advantages
The key regional competitive advantages identified during the survey include:
1. Access to high quality local solar, wind and biomass resources
2. Cost to supply electricity in the region is high – particularly in the remote areas, where electricity is primarily powered by diesel
generators. Renewable energy solutions compete with traditional methods of electricity supply and as the cost of electricity supply
increases renewable energy solution become more cost effective.
3. Good local knowledge base – experienced engineers, technologists, project managers, tradesmen etc.
4. Easy access to Asia. Geographically close and good connectivity – e.g. international airport.
5. Leading education facilities – James Cook University and TAFE
6. Community support for renewable energy industry
7. Broad spectrum of existing skills and activity
8. Design of the existing electricity distribution network – high transmission losses in TNQ
9. Easy to attract staff – region is an attractive location to live in
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What Queensland Government could do to support business growth?
Survey participants were asked to indicate what, if anything, they thought Queensland government could do to support and encourage the
growth of the renewable energy industry in TNQ.
The most popular responses related to providing more regulatory certainty for the photovoltaics (PV) sector. The need for certainty around
future feed in tariffs was a common theme.
Project and product developers identified streamlining government approval processes as a key issue. Greater transparency in the way
electricity costs are calculated including identifying generation, transmission and distribution cost elements at specific locations within the
electricity network was consistently identified as something that would make development of renewable energy projects easier.
Specific survey responses (in no particular order) included:
1. Provide policy certainty for Feed in Tariff (FIT) to a given date, staggered to provide a seamless transition to a non-subsidized market.
2. Lift standards of solar retailers/installers - through audits and establishment of an industry ombudsman who can review quality of systems
and that information being provided to customers is factual.
3. Provide FIT based on location of the system on the network - Solar in regional centres provides more value than urban locations (i.e.
Brisbane). Scale FIT to align with actual costs of producing electricity in the regional centres. This would result in PV in the locations of
greatest overall benefit, lower cost of electricity, reduce payback of PV systems to allow transition to non subsidized market.
4. Scale Small-scale Technology Certificates (STC’s) to suit the quality and performance of the product. Cheap poor performing products
receive the same STC’s as the more expensive higher quality systems
5. Develop Queensland standards for wind farms which local government can use to assess development applications. This would provide
confidence for local and state government and developers.
6. Develop Queensland processes for large scale renewable energy projects and optimize these through coordination of various
government departments
7. Assist with the development of consortiums for aid and development work via the Asian Development Bank (ADB)
8. Assist with development and communication of the TNQ renewable energy industry profile.
9. Assist Queensland companies looking to manufacture by supporting project/sales proposals and assistance with capital raising.
10. Provide incentives for Queensland companies to develop and leverage intellectual property to stimulate local economic activity and
participate in the global renewable energy industry.
11. Provide incentives for installation of solar pool heaters and solar pre heating for commercial applications
12. Reduce red tape for project developers by assisting them through the approval process. This could be achieved by appointing a DEWS
project officer to the project who can help guide the project through the various government departments.
13. Set targets for Ergon Energy to transition from diesel generation to renewable energy (lower life cycle cost) for the isolated power
stations. Set incentives for achieving these targets (or disincentives for missing them).
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14. Distribution and Transmission GOC’s to provide actual costs (including all overheads and excluding community service obligations) to
supply electricity to regional locations and provide Power Purchase Agreements and Network connection agreements based on these
actual costs and benefits provided by the distributed renewable energy generation.
15. Develop and support a program to provide renewable energy solutions to remote communities which do not have access to electricity or
use diesel generation (i.e. indigenous and non-indigenous communities)
16. Provide assistance to emerging renewable energy businesses by providing accounting, marketing and administration services (i.e.
subsidies in these areas) until the company meets a threshold profitability to support these.
17. Establish drivers for utilities to implement low life cycle cost solutions, which take into account the entire supply chain. (generation,
transmission, distribution and retail)
18. Identify and attract renewable energy companies who wish to enter the Australian market and could benefit from having offices/facilities
located with ready access to Asia.
19. Actively promote the TNQ Smart Energy Hub both nationally and internationally.
20. Encourage more conferencing in Cairns based on Renewable Energy industry – Work with established conference organizers, GOC’s,
industry, industry groups. Council to establish conferences based on creating renewable energy business in the TNQ Smart Energy Hub.
(Qld Gov could be major sponsor). Target conferences relevant to the regions identified capacity and capability. - Wind generation,
distributed solar (Volt/VAR control, AC Solar), Biodiesel, Biomass (sugar industry), Remote solutions (RAPS, Isolated generation)

Current Capabilities
The current capabilities in the region are generally based around the key local renewable energy resources (i.e. solar, wind and biomass).
TNQ has a high level of local skills and existing business capability in the areas of:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Solar PV wholesaler/distributors
Solar PV Retailers
Solar PV Installers – Grid Connect
Solar PV Installers – stand alone systems
Solar Hot Water Installers
Renewable Energy Consultants (engineering, project management etc)
Renewable Energy Project Developers
Education (University, TAFE)
Biomass Generation
Biofuels Production
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Supply chain for key renewable energy industries
A supply chain is a system of organisations, people, technology, activities, information and resources involved in moving a product or service
from supplier to customer.
The supply chains for the main renewable energy industry sub-sectors in the region can be briefly described as follows:
Solar
There is significant activity in the supply and installation of domestic roof photovoltaic systems. The hardware for these systems is imported
into the region either directly from overseas manufacturers or from wholesalers based in southern states. There is a high level of local
installation and service capability. Many electrical businesses previously heavily engaged in the construction sector have entered the solar
sector in the past 3-5 years. There are small-scale solar wholesalers located or based in the region. There are relatively few links between
solar sector participants within the region.
Wind
The wind generation equipment used in the region is imported, generally from overseas via companies based in southern states. The local
capacity and capability is in the areas of project development, project management, installation and asset management (i.e. operation,
maintenance etc.)
Biomass
The major biomass activity in the region is the burning of bagasse (sugar cane waste) to produce steam for direct use within the mill and for
electricity generation. The fuel is produced from local cane farms and processed at local sugar mills where it is burnt. The generation
equipment at the mills is imported from overseas manufacturers. There is significant local expertise in engineering, project management
and asset management. The mills are important local employers and consumers of goods and services within their communities.
Biodiesel
The main production of biodiesel in the region is by North Queensland & Pacific Biodiesel Pty Ltd. They manufacture biodiesel in Cairns
using feedstock sourced locally as well as imported from PNG. The equipment used in the manufacture of Biodiesel is predominantly
imported, but the sector has supply chain links to numerous local suppliers of goods and services.
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Gaps in capability
Although the renewable energy industry in TNQ is quite diverse, with a wide range of sectors represented, there were several areas that
were identified through the survey as relatively low levels of participation. These ‘gaps’ in the capability of the industry include:
•
•
•
•

Manufacturing
Research, Development and IP creation
International market participation (import/export)
Lack of local experience in renewable energy financing for projects and businesses operating in this sector.

Opportunities for Growth
The key opportunities for growth that have been identified through the survey include:
• Focus on utilising key local renewable energy resources (wind, solar, biomass) to reduce the cost of electricity supply to the region.
• Manufacture renewable energy systems and/or specialty components for installation within the region as well as some specific export
opportunities
• Provide incentives for private investment in large scale projects.
• Research, development and IP creation
• Commercialisation of local innovations
• Utilise the strategic benefits of the region to attract more activity in the global market – commercial arrangements between TNQ and Asian
markets are currently being developed.
• Establish renewable energy conferencing
• Attract, develop and build a critical mass of professional engineering, technologists, project management services for use nationally.
Utilise James Cook University and TAFE to support this.
• Professionally brand the region to be a ‘centre of excellence’ in renewable energy solutions.
• Support the development of Key Proposed Projects for the region (refer below)
• RAPS and Isolated Generation – Other states and territories and internationally (Pacific rim)
The development of a coordinated strategy to support and build the renewable energy industry in TNQ will focus on these growth
opportunities and identify the steps that can be taken to realise the potential of the industry to make an increasing contribution to the regional
economy.
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Key Proposed Projects
The following table provides details of large-scale renewable energy projects that are currently under development in TNQ as advised by
survey participants.
PROJECT AND
LOCATION

DESCRIPTION

ESTIMATED
DATE
(OPERATION)

PROJECT
BUDGET
(AUD$)

PROPONENT

REPORTED
EMPLOYMENT
ESTIMATES

Mount Emerald
Wind Farm,
Atherton
Tablelands

Installation of 220MW of
wind generation – planning
approval underway

December 2014

$560M

Ratch Australia
Corporation

100 construction
10-15 operational

High Road Wind
Farm, Atherton
Tablelands, 70km
South West of
Cairns

Installation of 40MW wind
generation – feasibility
study underway

September
2013

$90M

Ratch Australia
Corporation

80 construction

Windy Hill II –
Upgrade to Windy
Hill Wind Farm –
Atherton
Tablelands

Installation of 24MW of wind
generation

Unknown

Unknown

Ratch Australia
Corporation

No details available

Polepower®
10,000 Project
(approximately 1%
of Ergon Energy
poles)

Installation of 10,000
Polepower® systems on
Ergon Energy poles.
Manufacturing facility would
be established in Cairns to
supply this project and
additional projects secured
in national and international
markets following the
successful delivery of the
Polepower®10,000 Project

Project proposal
being reviewed
by Ergon
Energy

$17.9M

Evolve Energy

10 FTE’s –
manufacturing and
construction
12 FTE’s – indirect
employment

5 operational

TROPICAL NORTH QUEENSLAND RENEWABLE ENERGY PROFILE | July , 2012 Page 23

Asia Pacific
Energy Innovation
Centre

Centre to promote and
encourage innovation in
smart energy solutions.
APEIC will consist of a
galleria show casing
sustainable and renewable
technologies and a 200 seat
restaurant offering local
products. The project is
designed to support the Mt
Emerald Wind Farm,
diversify tourism segments
in the Far North and
strengthen the regions
green reputation

Unknown

$10M

Port Bajool

Unknown

Ergon Energy –
Energy research,
development and
test centre

Ergon Energy (Ergon) is
developing an energy
research, test and
development centre in
Cairns that will incorporate
traditional and renewable
energy. The key driver will
be to increase the
effectiveness of renewable
energy integration and
penetration whilst remaining
agnostic to its type

Unknown

$Unknown

Ergon Energy

To be determined
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Communication Strategy
The TNQ renewable energy industry profile and industry development plan are available for organisations and stakeholders at a local, state,
national and global level to gain an understanding of the current capabilities and strengths of the industry and the key opportunities for future
industry growth. These stakeholders include: regional councils, Advance Cairns, Queensland Government departments, Federal
Government departments, the general public, survey participants and the Clean Energy Council.
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